An Australian's Reflections on Macintosh and Oxford
Many people and institutions have made outstanding contributions to the art and science of anaesthesia, However, no individual or department has exerted a greater world-wide influence over the practice and teaching of anaesthesia than Professor Sir Robert Macintosh and the Nuffield Department at the Radcliffe Infirmary, Oxford.
Traditionally, Australian postgraduates have sought to complete both their specialised training and their general education in the United Kingdom. In the newer speciality of anaesthesia this has meant a constant stream of men and women either mature, in search of new ideas and techniques, or young and aspiring to higher qualifications, who have visited Great Britain since the Second World War. They have, with few exceptions, gone to Oxford for a period of weeks, months or years. All have been impressed, not by any superficial patter, but by the sound principles that govern both teaching and the day-to-day practice of anaesthesia at Oxford. What is more important is that they have taken attitudes away with them to form the basis of their approach in their own hospitals. In this way alone, the influence of Oxford has touched the majority of those administering anaesthetics throughout the length and breadth of this continent.
Prior to the Second World War a small group of Australians led by Harry Daly, Gilbert Brown, Douglas Renton, S. V. Marshall, Robert Orton and others strove to establish the status of anaesthesia as a specialty in this country. They sought and gained much inspiration from the then young Department at Oxford.
Anaesthesia and Intensive Care. Vol. 18. No. I. February, 1990 After the war these men encouraged their younger colleagues to an interest in anaesthesia and set them an ideal founded on the Nuffield Department. The immediate effect of this was a steady enrolment of Australians at the Oxford courses right through the years until they finished in 1951.
Further encouragement was given to Australians by the Nuffield Dominion Fellowships in Anaesthesia which enabled successful applicants to spend two years of basic training and research in the N uffield Department. During this period, and subsequently, many others worked as House Officers and Registrars in the Nuffield Department. This latter group has been conscious of a particular generosity afforded them by their appointment ahead of most worthy aspirants from the United Kingdom. This attitude has been interpreted by Australians as an outstanding gesture on the part of Professor Macintosh to offer the facilities of his department for the training of anaesthetists from countries as yet unable to provide adequate, organised postgraduate training. While a deep appreciation exists among those who enjoyed these opportunities, perhaps more important is the far-reaching effect this approach has had on anaesthetic practice in Australia. At this time a significant number of teaching hospital anaesthetic departments in this country have these former Oxford trainees on their consultant staff.
It is fitting, therefore, that the first full Chair in Anaesthesia in Australia should be established in Sydney through the influence of Professor Macintosh and financed by the Nuffield Foundation.
Such an immense amount of work has come out of the Department over the years that it is virtually impossible to dissect it reasonably and present a coherent picture of the resultant influence on anaesthetic practice in Australia. To most anaesthetists, Oxford has meant the tetralogy of Ether, Locals, Physics, and Equipment. Each of these facets has been important because, excluding the major cities where there are specialist anaesthetists, the geography of the country has required general practioners to give many anaesthetics. Naturally they have used Ether predominantly as a general anaesthetic or regional analgesia when working single-handed. They have turned repeatedly to publications from Oxford to guide their hand when expert advice was not available.
To those engaged in the treatment of respiratory crises due to tetanus, poliomyelitis and other conditions much assistance has been derived from equipment designed in Oxford together with the principles laid down in numerous reports on this subject from the Nuffield Department.
Since his visit here in 1951 Australian anaesthetists have considered themselves fortunate to know Professor Macintosh personally and not merely by repute. It is truly said that no other world authority on anaesthesia is held in such high esteem in this country. This admiration is coupled with deep affection and gratitude on the part of those who have worked with him. These sentiments also apply most strongly to the other members of the consultant, scientific and technical staff who by their hospitality, generosity and outstanding ability have contributed so much to the world-wide reputation of the Nuffield Department, in addition to the success and happiness of those Australians who have visited Oxford.
Anaesthetists in Australia happily join their colleagues throughout the world in warmly congratulating Professor Macintosh and the Nuffield Department on their twenty-fifth anniversary and look forward to their continued success in the future.
Twenty-five years on in 1987 when toasting the health of the N uffield Department on their 50th Anniversary Dinner in Oxford I again spoke from the heart:
Tonight I am sure you will agree that we are celebrating here in this room, the most important, the most significant Anniversary and Reunion of our professional lives. For all of us who are privileged to have been intimately associated at some time with this great Department, this reunion is the culmination of years of patient waiting and eager anticipation.
We are here because we simply could not resist the call to come back to see our old friends, our teachers, to recapture the magic of Oxford, to talk of the past, to share the present and to plan the future. Many others are disappointed that they could not be present tonight but send their warmest good wishes to all.
This pilgrimage to Oxford for anaesthetists started as a trickle 50 years ago and today, indeed, it has become a veritable flood. Hundreds now have come, stayed a while, made friends and become members of this great departmental family which forever remains close to their hearts. What a pity Lord Nuffield did not live to enjoy his triumph over the conservative elements of this University and witness 50 years on the reality that he had predicted would eventuate for Sir Robert, the Department and Anaesthesia.
Although many different reasons drew us here in the first place, the real attraction was always the hope that one might work in such a world-renowned department and live amid the spires of this great University town.
I can recall vividly how I held Macintosh and the Nuffield Department in such awe that on arrival in Oxford in May 1951, I could barely summon the courage to approach this great man to ask if he would accept me into his department. In fact Professor Macintosh graciously apologised that he could not find a position at the time, so as I was determined not to return to Australia defeated, I stayed on waiting and hoping for a vacancy to turn up. For the next three and a half years I enjoyed the intellectual, cultural and personal delights of working in the department, living in this great city, and forming lifelong friendships.
During these years the beloved King George VI died, Queen Elizabeth was crowned, Agatha Christie's 'Mouse Trap' opened at the New Theatre with Richard Attenborough, Roger Bannister ran the four minute mile, Australia lost the Ashes at the Oval, and even the great Churchill was relegated to the Opposition benches. But to us the most important event was the Knighthood bestowed on Professor Macintosh for his personal contributions to Anaesthesia and his international impact through the activties of the Department. It was a memorable morning when, about coffee time, he emerged from his office carrying a bottle of excellent Cognac charging us to celebrate the event with him -which we did with great enthusiasm.
The Department's fifty years have covered the most exciting period in the progress of anaesthesia and during this period it has been in the forefront of every major advance, its contributions have been both philosophical and pragmatic -in clinical practice, education and researchand what has happened in Oxford has touched anaesthetists across continents and hemispheres. The influence it exerted was responsible for the foundation of autonomous academic departments in Australia and new Zealand -the Oxford network is literally everywhere.
It must be with enormous pride that Sir Robert, Alex Crampton Smith, and Keith Sykes, the successive professors, together with all members of the Department over Anaesthesia and Intensive Care. Vol. 18. No. I. February. 1990 the years should be able to look back with pride to see how they have given the vital breath of life to Anaesthesia in so many countries.
My final word is simple. For the past thirty-six years I have reflected on my indebtedness to this Department and all who have been associated with it. My affection and respect is complete and I join my other colleagues, similarly privileged, to thank you and wish you well in the years ahead. Now the great man has died.
Yet his work lives on in Oxford and across the world where his proteges still pursue the principles he taught as they develop their personal synthesis of his ideals in the light of their own situations. In one's daily contact with Macintosh awe soon gave way to respect and ultimately affection while now, sadness rightly gives way to gratitude for everything he did for so many.
I conclude these personal reflections confident that they express the sentiments of my Australian Colleagues who worked in Oxford but whose names I have had to omit for fear of some inadvertent historical inaccuracy. While I am quite prepared to defend to the hilt the objectivity of my remarks about Macintosh and Oxford as seen from an Australian's viewpoint, I unrepentantiy admit to the deep emotions with such reflections arouse in me, feelings, I think, familiar to the others who were there.
